surveys, interviews with mosque leaders, and observation visits to each mosque. 2 In 2016
follow-up telephone interviews were conducted with selected mosque participants from the three mosques, focusing exclusively on issues of giving.
3
The three mosques include (1) a large suburban West Coast mosque, (2) a medium-size urban Midwest mosque, and (3) a small university-town Southern mosque. Ethnically, all three mosques are extremely diverse and are not controlled by any one ethnic group. Two of the three mosques have a significant number of African American attendees. Although it cannot be claimed that these three mosques represent all American mosques, the three mosques are fairly typical of the diversity of mosques in terms of location, size, and ethnicity; they definitely do not represent outliers.
Giving Rates in Mosques
One way to calculate the giving rate in a congregation is to look at the average budget of the congregation and then divide that figure by the average number of attendees. 4 Because averages are sometimes distorted because some congregations have gigantic budgets, some researchers prefer to look at median figures (median refers to the middle point of a distribution)
to gauge typical levels of giving.
According to the US Mosque Study 2011, the average annual budget of mosques was $167,000 but the median budget was $70,000 (Bagby, 2012b, p. 20) . Considering that the average attendance at mosques is 353, the average annual giving rate is $473 per person.
Calculating the median budget and the median attendance at 173, the median annual giving rate is $405.
Looking at the three mosques as they were in 2011 and dividing the stated budget by the Friday attendance, we can see that the mid-size urban mosque had the highest annual giving rate of $467 per person, followed by the small university-town mosque with a rate of $400, and finally by the large suburban mosque with a rate of $200. This is exactly opposite a ranking based on attendee income-the richer suburban mosque had a much lower giving rate per person than the poorer urban mosque. This means that the large suburban mosque had a greater percentage of attendees who gave little or nothing to the mosque. One possible explanation is that many attendees in the suburban mosque thought other people in the large, wealthy mosque would shoulder the congregation's financial burdens. Another way of calculating the giving rate is through a survey of individuals who report the amount of money they give to their congregation. Most researchers would agree that selfreported rates of giving are most likely inflated when compared to the actual money collected.
Another possible bias in such surveys is the assumption that people who give are more likely to fill out a survey because they are probably more active and therefore more positive about the congregation.
The 2013 survey of the three mosques asked mosque attendees how much they give to the mosque. 5 The highest rate of reported giving among the three mosques was in the small university-town mosque where the average donation of attendees is $671 per year and the median rate is $480 per year. The average giving rate of the suburban mosque is $562, and the average rate of the urban mosque is $492. The median rate of giving for the suburban and urban mosques is well below the small university-town mosque. (Hoge et al., 1996, p. 50) .
whereas 68% of the suburban mosque and 56% of the small-town mosque answered the question.
before taxes, which produces a percentage of income that is given in charity. 6 The 2011 figure for the average contribution of Christians to their churches was 2.3% of one's income (Ronsvalle & Ronsvalle, 2013) . In 1998 the figure was 4.1% for all Protestants and 1.8% for all Catholics.
However, for regularly attending Catholics, the figure was 3.7%, and for all regularly attending Protestants, the figure was 7.4% of their income. In Hoge's study, the Baptists had a giving rate of 6.9% and the Catholics a giving rate of 2.9% (Hoge et al., 1996) .
In the study of the three mosques, the percentage of income given as a contribution to the mosque never reached 1%, and the median figure (median income compared to median contributions) never reached 0.5%. Combining the three mosques, the average giving rate was 0.7% of one's income, and the median rate was 0.3%.
6 These figures from the three mosques studied are the least reliable ones because less than a majority of respondents answered both the income and giving question: 40% of respondents in the suburban mosque, 33% in the midsize mosque, and 28% in the small-town mosque answered both questions.
Using these calculations, Christians give at least two times as much as Muslims, and regular attending Christians give at least four times more than Muslims.
The overwhelming conclusion is that mosque attendees give much less to their mosques than their counterparts in churches. Ironically, these results are in light of the fact that Christian and religion researchers bemoan what they consider to be a low rate of giving among Christians.
The research of the well-respected sociologist, Christian Smith, on giving in churches is an unrelenting criticism of the low levels of Christian giving (Smith et al., 2008) . The Christian giving rate of 2.5% of one's income, which is the figure he cites, is considered by Smith an embarrassment. How about 0.7% for mosque attendees?
Effect of a Low Giving Rate on Mosques
The low giving rate of mosque attendees is manifest most clearly in the fact that only as youth directors are also few-in less than 5% of all mosques. The low giving rate in mosques has been a great obstacle for generating the necessary budget to hire full-time Imams and staff.
Variables and Giving Rates
Before we ask why the giving rate of mosque attendees is so low, let us explore the factors that are usually associated with giving. Most researchers such as Hoge have postulated that higher giving rates in congregations are associated with higher levels of attendance, volunteerism, income, age, and education (Hoge et al., 1996, pp. 58-70; Hoffman, Lott, & Jeppsen, 2010, pp. 324-325) . The study of the three mosques in general supports these conclusions with important exceptions.
Although none of the variables has a strong statistical association with higher giving, the clearest association with higher giving was whether or not the attendee volunteered at the mosque. For example, at the urban mid-size mosque, those who volunteered gave on average $998 annually as opposed to $271 for those who did not volunteer. In all three mosques, those who had the highest percentage of giving nothing to the mosque were those who did not volunteer; and the highest percentage of those who gave over $1,000 each year were those who volunteered.
It might be hypothesized that those who volunteer give more because they have a greater sense of belonging and a greater commitment to that particular mosque and that those who do not volunteer in the mosque do not have a sense of belonging or commitment to that mosque.
Although volunteering can be viewed as a sign of commitment and therefore a ready marker for a person likely to give more, the reality is that volunteering can also be a vehicle for increasing one's commitment and increasing one's sense of belonging to a community.
The other clear variable associated with giving is age-the older the attendee, the higher the giving rate. In all three mosques, attendees over 55 years of age have a substantially higher giving rate than other age groups. For example, in the suburban mosque, attendees 55 and above
give on average $1,035 per year, as compared to those age 40 to 54 who give $678 per year and those age 30 to 39 who give $562. The three mosques follow the general trend that the older the attendee, the more the attendee gives. The age variable is undoubtedly due to the fact that the older person, especially over 55, is more settled, has a higher income, and has fewer dependent children.
The variable of income has some association with rates of giving, but the picture is complicated. In none of the three mosques is there a straight progression of higher income equaling higher giving rates. In two mosques (suburban and small town), the only clear pattern is that those who make over $100,000 give substantially more than other income categories.
However, in the urban mosque, the highest giving rate is among those who make $75,000 to $99,999. Although it can be said that in general high income attendees tend to give more than low income attendees, the picture is not a simple higher income to higher giving ratio. A possible assumption is that the commitment to give to a mosque is unevenly distributed among the attendees in various mosques and that the lack of commitment can trump the option of giving excess wealth to a mosque. Somewhat surprisingly, higher rates of Jum'ah attendance are not associated with higher giving rates. In two of the mosques, those who attend several times a month have a higher rate of giving than those who attend every week. In one of these mosques, exactly 25% of those who attend every week give nothing to the mosque. In all three mosques, a significant percentage of regular Jum'ah attendees give little to nothing to the mosque. Clearly, the motivation to attend Jum'ah prayers regularly is not accompanied by the motivation to give to the mosque.
Apparently, the theological rationale for attending Jum'ah prayer regularly is not complemented with a theological rationale for donating to the mosque.
How often a person attends the mosque other than for Jum'ah has a much stronger association with higher rates of giving, but not as expected. In two mosques (urban and suburban), those who attend "often" as opposed to "very often" or "sometimes" have the highest rate of giving. In both of these mosques, those who only attend "sometimes" give more than those who attend "very often." Those who attend very often are largely those who attend the mosque for daily prayer (salah), and therefore this group is not a large contributor to the mosque.
Again the theological rationale for attending daily prayers at the mosque is apparently not associated with a theological rationale to give to the mosque.
Education is also not associated with higher rates of giving. In two of the mosques, there is little distinction between the average giving rate for attendees with a graduate degree, a college degree, or some college. In one mosque, those attendees with a college degree give much more than an attendee with a graduate degree.
Why Do Mosque Attendees Give So Little to Mosques?
In order to propose some possible answers as to why Muslims give so little to mosques, follow-up interviews in 2016 were conducted with mosque leaders and mosque attendees in the three mosques. Although these interviews cannot provide definitive answers, they do provide some perspective and some understanding of the phenomena of the low giving rate of mosque attendees.
(1) Mosque attendees give more to other charities.
One possible answer is that mosque attendees are generous but just not to mosques. The interviews provide support for this proposition because all the interviewees donated less to their mosque than to other categories of charitable giving.
One category of charitable giving for a Muslim is zakah, which is understood by most
Muslims to be a donation of 2.5% of accumulated wealth to the poor, the needy, and the cause of
Islam. In the minds of most Muslims, zakah cannot go toward payment of mosque expenses, so
Muslims give their zakah money to other Muslim charitable organizations such as relief organizations. In all but one case, interviewees gave more of their designated zakah money to other Muslim organizations than they gave to mosques. Mosques do receive a trickle of zakah money. However, this money is kept in a separate account for zakah and is used to give direct financial aid to those in need, or the zakah funds are given to other charitable organizations that support the needy. Zakah does have a strong theological appeal to Muslims because it is a requirement of the faith. Therefore the arguments for zakah donations are more effective in general than the arguments for mosque donations.
Other categories of charitable giving that receive substantial donations include full-time Islamic schools and civil rights organizations. According to many of the interviewees, the appeal of Islamic schools to educate Muslim youth and the appeal of civil rights organizations to respond to attacks on Muslims in the public square constitute powerful motivations for giving.
Donations that the interviewees made to relatives overseas constitute another kind of charitable giving: about one-third of the interviewees give substantial sums of money to relatives overseas, and another one-third give small amounts. Interviewees who were more recent arrivals to America were more likely to send money back home. However, in only one case did the money sent overseas constitute the largest percentage of the giver's charitable donations.
No interviewees gave any substantial donations to non-Muslim charities.
(2) Very few interviewees explained their giving to the mosque as a religious duty founded on a theology of giving or a scared vision of a faithful community.
Most interviewees explained that they give to the mosque out of a sense of duty to pay the bills of the mosque. Although there is a strong theological basis to donate to build a mosque, there is little explicit theological argument to support the day-to-day functioning of a mosque.
Thus Muslims are very generous in donating to build a mosque, but they demonstrate little generosity in sustaining a mosque. There was little need in Islamic history to develop a theology for supporting mosques because most mosques were sustained by the government or rich patrons, not by attendees.
Most religion researchers agree that individuals give more when they are giving for theological reasons as opposed to giving to simply pay the bills (Hoge et al., .
Muslims would undoubtedly explain their payment of zakah in terms of religious duty, but not in terms of giving to the mosque. Donors do give generously to new mosque projects. In two of the mosques, new mosque projects generated pledges and donations that were on average six times the amount given to the mosque. The large suburban mosque raised almost $6 million over a few months in its initial capital campaign, and the small university-town mosque raised more than $1.7 million over a two-year period to completely pay off a new purpose-built mosque. Donating to establish a new mosque has a strong theological rationale because of the Prophet Muhammad's saying that "One who builds a house of God, God will build a house for him in paradise." (3) Most donors do not give regularly to the mosque, and prefer to give for immediate, tangible needs. This is a formula of giving less.
Based on the interviews, few donors give regularly to the mosque-at best their regular giving is dropping a few dollars in the donation box. Many donors do give modest lump sums to the mosque during the fasting month of Ramadan when most mosques make annual appeals for donations. During Ramadan, mosques do have a theological argument that Muslims are supposed to be most generous in Ramadan, but again the argument is to be generous in general and not to be generous specifically to the mosque. Donors most often expressed their preference to give when there was an immediate need.
Interviewees mentioned that they gave when the mosque needed something specific, like remodeling an ablution area, furnishing a new classroom, or repairing the roof. Notice that this preference for giving to an urgent need fits the age-old model of giving to zakah, when appeals, for example, are made to help a starving person or someone in dire straits.
The absence of regular giving manifests in a reluctance to pledge or to give through an automatic withdrawal from one's bank account. This reluctance to use automatic withdrawals can be attributed to numerous factors, including 1) a fear of loss of control by giving their checking account information to a system they do not entirely trust or understand, 2) a fear that their economic situation may change, leaving them exposed to a commitment they cannot meet, 3) a fear of being identified with a Muslim organization that might be a target of investigation, 4) last and possibly most important, to the absence of any strong rationale for why they should make such a commitment to the mosque.
The common wisdom of religion researchers is that donors give more if they give on a regular basis, and they give even more if the regular giving is based on a pledge (Smith et al., pp.
91-96).
(4) Mosque attendees, especially first-generation immigrants, do not have a culture of giving to a mosque.
One of the underlying reasons mosque attendees do not support their mosque is the absence of a culture of giving to a mosque, and the absence of a vision for why a mosque should be supported. While disabusing themselves of this attitude, many interviewees mentioned this point as a problem in the mosque. As mentioned before, Muslims from overseas do not have the custom of supporting mosques since mosques are funded by the government or rich patrons. In addition, many Muslims view the mosque as no more than a place of prayer, which should have minimal expenses, as opposed to a vision of a mosque as a community with a full-time staff that caters to the various needs of the community. Such a vision of a community with full-time staff requires a larger budget. Although mosques in America are indeed congregations, meaning that they are run and funded by its members, many attendees have not reconciled themselves to this vision of a mosque as community or congregation. In light of the overseas notion that mosques are funded by others, it is easy for a large percentage of attendees to fall into the trap of thinking that their donations are not necessary, because wealthy Muslims will keep the mosque afloat.
(5) Mosques are not aggressive or efficient in raising money.
Mosques are surprisingly casual in fundraising. Most mosques, including the three mosques studied, have a donation box that is fairly inconspicuous. Passing the plate is not a tradition in Islam, and few mosques have adopted this custom. At the Friday service in all three mosques, brief encouragement is made to give in order to pay mosque expenses. In two of the mosques, this encouragement is given after the service when a good percentage of attendees are on their way out. With its new leadership, the suburban mosque has embarked on a campaign to get every attendee at the Friday service to give at least $5 to $10. A short appeal is made at the end of every sermon so that the attendees are not distracted. This strategy has had moderate success as donations average about $6,000 every Friday, but with the total attendance being 1,500 people, that amount comes out to $4 per person. If everyone were to give $4 a week, their donations would equal only $208 a year, which would be insufficient to fund the mosque.
The three mosques do ask for pledges or automatic withdrawals, but they do not campaign by setting goals or by contacting individuals personally to solicit pledges or automatic withdrawals. Their appeals for pledges or automatic withdrawals are usually done half-heartedly.
Muslims are reluctant to give regularly to the mosque, and mosques are reluctant to ask. The lack of a membership base undoubtedly reflects the ambiguity that attendees have for being members of a mosque. Again, overseas mosques are not congregations, and therefore the idea of membership at a mosque is somewhat strange. The theology is that Muslims are members of the ummah (the worldwide Muslim community) but not of a mosque. The three mosques do have a concept of membership, but their membership list is used almost exclusively for voting privileges and only becomes important when elections approach. Two of the mosques do not have an accurate count of members. The suburban mosque has adopted a new approach of emphasizing membership and requiring all members to pay their modest membership dues through automatic withdrawals. Nevertheless, they have only 390 official members out of 1,500 people who normally attend the Friday service.
The ambiguity of a concept of membership is undoubtedly reflected in a limited sense of community and of belonging to a mosque. Without a sense of belonging, giving will always be hampered.
Mosque leaders in all three mosques acknowledge, with some frustration, that a large percentage of attendees do not give regularly to the mosque, and they recognize that they are not very good at raising money. The suburban mosque has taken steps to focus on encouraging regular giving but is still unsure about how to accomplish this goal. The urban and universitytown mosque are both planning and taking small steps to deal with the issue. If our three mosques are indicative of trends in other mosques, it can be concluded that mosques in America are starting to face the challenge of increasing regular giving to mosques.
